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Abstract: This paper aims to disclose undercurrents of in-class interactions and provide a deeper
understanding of the social interactions and performances in the design studio. By adopting an
ethnographic approach, this study attempts to explore the participants’ activities and dynamics behind
them. The chosen subject environment for this study is a first-year basic design studio at a selected School
of Architecture and Design. The setting is taken as a social environment and observed using ethnographic
methods; then the observations are interpreted through Erving Goffman’s metaphor of drama (1959). This
study is not primarily interested in the materials used in the class; similarly, maintaining a certain
standpoint for the methodology of the education is out of concern. Rather, it uses such subjects as
mediums to understand participants’ behaviours in the design studio. Being an on-going descriptive work,
focusing on social interactions, this study delivers insights from the design studio and provides social
explanations which can form a basis for developments in design education in the future.
Keywords: design education; design studio; ethnography of design; drama metaphor

1 Introduction
Design studio is an environment, which is constantly in transformation for and through its inhabitants: it becomes a
classroom, a workshop station, a place for chatting, eating, working, napping, sharing, relaxing, and simply living from
time to time (Anthony, 1991; Cuff, 1991; Oh, Ishizaki, Gross & Do, 2013). In that regard, it differentiates from other
spaces of learning in universities for its duration of use and affordances. For first year students, this environment can
become a context, which challenges their best performative skills at their first encounter with design education. The
architectural education literature usually refers to the design studio as the centre of the programs, yet the studies on
the nature of interaction between students and instructors are surprisingly little (Ochsner, 2000). As design studio
shows distinct qualities of its own regarding especially its inhabitants, an exploration of its use in social context might
be useful. Understanding how design studio works as a place for living in altered aspects for different inhabitants
would benefit the design education for providing the educator a more expanded “web of moves” (Schön, 1983).
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License. https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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This paper aims to disclose undercurrents of in-class communications and provide a deeper understanding of the
social interactions in the design studio. It is interested in how and in what terms participants act in it and which
dynamics work in the background of these interactions. Being an on-going descriptive work, this study focuses on a
chosen first year design studio, trying to explore and develop an understanding towards the intelligence (Findeli,
2001) of its complex social realm.
As the first author of this paper was attending to the concerning design studio as a teaching assistant the setting was
practically suitable for such a study. This condition supported the insider state of the researcher which was crucial to
realize the study in ethnographic manners. In addition, performing a role of teaching assistant, the researcher was a
participant in the community, which helped to observe both participant groups, i.e. students and instructors. This
particular school of architecture and design accepted students for the first time at the semester of the study. This
means both students and instructors were in charge of constructing the initial social interaction in the studio. We find
this particular case of construction remarkable for the sake of discovering the elements of design studio. Even though
the basic design studio (physically) and teaching syllabi were planned before the semester by instructors and
therefore they –including one of the researchers of this study– had certain expectations, its practical use and impact
was only available to our knowledge after the involvement of students.
The foundation of the physical and social setting for interaction, agents’ behaviours, and related multiple cases of
living were observed and interpreted for this research. Our attempt is to understand this particular environment,
design studio, with all the action happening inside through Erving Goffman’s metaphor of drama (1959). In his book
The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, Goffman applies dramatic terms to daily behaviour of ordinary people.
According to Goffman (1959), all activity of a person achieving to influence any other in any case can be considered as
a performance. Thereby, all actions of participants in design studio were taken as performances that deliberately or
not try to give impressions to every other participant i.e. audiences. Doing that, this paper aims to explore in-class
interactions in depth and provide a “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) of participants’ activities. As this study is based
heavily on Goffman’s descriptions, his approach is discussed in detail in the following section.

2 Theoretical Framework: Towards an Understanding of Goffman’s Dramaturgy
Metaphor
As this study aims to provide a profound understanding of dynamics in a particular design studio environment through
an ethnographic prospect, a comprehensive and applicable concept was needed to interpret in-class happenings.
Those involve verbal communication and not less importantly other types of communications such as facial
impressions, gestures or attitude. To that end, this paper consults The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, a book by
Erving Goffman (1959) in which he introduces the dramaturgical approach to understand the interaction between
people. Borrowing the terms from Ichheiser, he states that an individual has to act in a way that he deliberately or not
expresses himself and in return, observers inevitably have to be impressed. Noting that two-sided activity is certainly
present in any case, in one respect, he recognizes interactions with no verbal symbols. Interactions happen in multiple
layers. A message is transmitted through not only the layer of verbal symbols but also the layers of gesture, attitude,
and facial expressions, etc. To demonstrate this multi-layered communication model more explicitly he gives the
observer a role as significant as of observed. According to him, verbal assertions are easy to manipulate by an
individual, whereas other expressions given off are harder to control and of little concern. Goffman puts a secondary
channel of message forward: “In this a fundamental asymmetry is demonstrated in the communication process, the
individual presumably being aware of only one stream of his communication, the witnesses of this stream and one
other” (1959, p. 7). In fact, he takes that subordinate stream of communication as observer’s instrument for checking
the validity of verbal statements of observed. Consequently, observer (witness) is expected to have an advantage over
observed (actor).
He argues that, when before others, there are numerous reasons for an actor to take the witnesses’ impressions
under control. Pursuing the desired impression, actors engage some common techniques and face common
unexpected malfunctions. The main concern of the book is, in his terms, dramaturgical problems participants confront
while presenting their selves. Goffman’s own words regarding why he attributes importance to aforementioned issues
toward social analysis, also portrays our approach to the case of this research: “The issues dealt with by stagecraft and
stage management are sometimes trivial but they are quite general; they seem to occur everywhere in social life,
providing a clear-cut dimension for formal sociological analysis” (1959, p. 15).
It has been said that all activities of any given individual, that tend to influence others in any way, are called
performances. Accordingly, we recognize the terms performer and audience for participating agents. At this point, it
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would be useful to introduce some key terms and concepts of Goffman regarding performances, as they will be
consulted in this paper.
We will use Goffman’s term front for an individual’s standard equipment for expression, which includes setting and
two halves of personal front: appearance and manner. Setting is where stage props such as furniture, décor and
backdrop are located for scenery. A designated performance starts with entering to the corresponding setting and
ends with leaving it. The communal expectation is a consistency between setting, appearance and manner; that is
called social front. One thing should be pointed out here as it signals an intriguing proportion of this study’s design
studio case; that is, “social front tends to be institutionalized in terms of the abstract stereotyped expectations” (1959,
p. 27). In other words, when an individual applies for a social role, usually he or she finds that the particular front has
already been established. Contrarily in our case, for the department (or theatre if you will) is just founded, although
participants brought their personal experiences, it cannot be said that there are established fronts especially for
students.
In order to deliver a convincing performance, a performer often should make invisible efforts visible. Goffman takes
this issue under the name of dramatic realization. However, this effort may cause a problem within the order priority
of an action. If we are to put forward the argument related with this research, we should mention the dilemma he
states of expression versus action. In this respect, he says that a person who uses his or her time and talent to perform
a task well, may not have the time and talent to make apparent the wellness of the performance. Jean-Paul Sartre has
a similar approach to the subject matter. He portrays that who is called the good speaker as a person who plays during
speaking, for he cannot actually be speaking. In another very fitting portrayal to our case, Sartre suggests: “The
attentive pupil who wishes to be attentive, his eyes riveted on the teacher, his ears open wide, so exhausts himself in
playing the attentive role that he ends up by no longer hearing anything” (2001, p. 220). Dramatic realization here is
playing a role.
When evaluating a performance, it must be kept in mind that it often presents an idealized image of the situation. The
term ideal is approached here in societal context. A performance to some extent has to strive common established
values of society. Goffman noted that a performance before others tend to include and demonstrate the officially
accredited values of the society more than the performer’s own behaviour. In this respect, he sees the world as a
wedding where moral values of the community are rejuvenated and reaffirmed. Related with that, in the sense of
social agreement, Goffman puts emphasis on performers’ tendency to provide an impression that their current
performance in the routine and current relationship with the current audience offer something special about them.
He says that perhaps the audience also contributes to the reason for this state by actually expecting such an attitude.
While holding both agents accountable for this pseudo-gemeinschaft he illustrates the current: “… there is hardly a
performance, in whatever area of life, which does not rely on the personal touch to exaggerate the uniqueness of the
transactions between performer and audience” (1959, p. 50).
Goffman takes the audience with a quality to extract important things about the performance from minor cues. On
one hand, this characteristic of audience assists the delivery of the particulars of a performance and serving the actor;
on the other hand, it may cause misinterpretation of minor cues that are designed to convey a different meaning or
not designed at all. That is why Goffman places emphasis on the maintenance of expressive control. Related to that, he
distinguishes the discredited impression from the false impression. In that respect, a truthful performer and a
deceitful performer share a practice. Whether it is an honest performer trying to convey the truth or a dishonest
performer the lie, they both need to mind for the fear of the audience deducing unintended meaning and to avoid
presenting a discrediting expression.
In addition to this notion of having control over what is expressed, Goffman puts perception in a certain perspective.
“If we see perception as a form of contact and communion,” he says, “then control over what is perceived is control
over contact that is made, and the limitation and regulation of what is shown is a limitation and regulation of contact”
(1959, p. 67). This argument actually indicates its validity often, for social distance is commonly used as a tool to
accent different levels of social hierarchy of many kinds. Using this instrument develops an uneasy space for the
audience in which they are in a state of mystification. By creating this space performer defines a curtain –with a front
and back– which he or she can draw at any time and which the audience wants it to be there. Pre-established social
roles need mystifications for the sake of the performer and the audience to maintain relational setup.
Yet, when an individual enters into a new position in society, and applies for a new part to perform seldom he or she is
told in depth how to act. Usually, what is on hand are only some cues about the part, which are provided, and the
individual’s own idea of how fundamental bits such as compassion, reverence or reasonable fury should be played.
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This research’s case constitutes an appropriate example for such situations, as students are just introduced to their
parts to play for several years to come.

3 The Fieldwork: Inside the Design Studio
In order to explain the fieldwork comprehensively and how each data contributed to the findings, the setting,
participants, and data collection procedures are described in detail in the following sections.

3.1 Setting of the Studio: The Stage
Design studio was meeting up two times a week on Mondays and Thursdays between 9 a.m. and 12.30 p.m. The
fieldwork took five weeks in the middle of a 14-weeks semester. The studio subject to this study is located on the first
floor of the faculty building and has an open plan rectangle shape. A wall is separating the room from the building’s
entrance hall at one long side, and at the opposite, there are large windows overlooking the outdoor garden. Along
one short side (will be called front side), a whiteboard surface illuminated with spotlights allows a practical use as a
magnetic wall to exhibit students’ work. There are tables for each student’s individual use that are in clusters of four
to six. There are locked cabinets for students’ personal storage. As for the style of the room, chairs and cabinets are in
vivid colors (one can say DeStijlish) whereas, the rest of the room is mostly in tones of grey.

Figure 1. A quick sketch of the design studio drawn during the participant observation.

Front side is where most of the exchanges take place. Occasionally, student works are displayed on the whiteboard for
teachers and students to discuss on. Some other times, two clusters of tables at the front side are brought close
together to form a large surface to put 3D models or mock-ups. In either case, all of the participants gather around at
the front side of the room and therefore, create an interaction-prosperous setting.

3.2 Participating Students: The Performers
The studio included 47 first year students from both Industrial Design and Interior Architecture and Design
Departments. The group consisted of 37 females and 10 males with an age range between 18 and 20. In addition to
them, there were three instructors and two teaching assistants, one of which being the first author of this paper. All of
the students and teachers were native speakers of Turkish language. In order to keep the participants anonymous all
names were replaced with false ones in this paper.

3.3 Data Collection
Complying with our approach towards the design studio, we defined two complementary settings for data collection:
stage and backstage (Goffman, 1959). Stage stands for the design studio within the class hours where all the agents
are there as performers and audience at the same time. Performances exhibited there are in public display. It is where
official projections (Goffman, 1959) are demonstrated. Therefore, it consists our main focus of interest for this paper.
However, since our aim is to provide an understanding of the intelligence (Findeli, 2001) of the complex social system
of the design studio, it is significant to recognize its unofficial side. Backstage is the conceptual domain which contains
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all of the rest of the performances of studio agents which have an impact on the design studio to some extent. Private
conversations of instructors, students’ text messages, and student-instructor interactions outside the studio can be
counted as performances within the backstage. They were valuable for providing supportive data to what is observed
on the stage.
In terms of collecting data, firstly, the first author of this paper was attending the class as a teaching assistant with the
instructors for that semester and he was able to conduct participant observation (Boellstorff, Nardi, Pierce & Taylor,
2012) and take field notes (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995) during the study. In order to get a deeper understanding of
the social interactions and performances on the stage, his study focused on two settings: an ordinary class and a jury
setting. Having managed to note his on-site observations both as a participant (instructor) and non-participant
(observer) in these two settings, he was able to explore significant social interactions between the agents of the
design studio.
Secondly, a casual meeting with the students was arranged where an informal conversation with the students took
place to gain deeper insight from the backstage. A one-hour group meeting is conducted in a room outside the design
studio with 10 students, who voluntarily participated in the meeting. Participants sat around a big table and were
offered snacks in a relaxed manner. They were free to speak in any order and leave at any moment. The conversations
were voice-recorded with the permission of the participants. A semi-structured list of themes and questions were
formulated beforehand that could potentially lead the conversation. Some of these questions were: “How do you
describe your class?”; “How do you decide on where to sit in the studio?”; “Which critiquing settings do you find more
fruitful?”; “How active is your student messaging group?”, and so on. To get a deeper understanding of the
observations inside the design studio, the meeting was very helpful and eye-opening.
The first author of the paper was a participant of the chatting group created in a smartphone messenger app put
together by the instructors for maintaining communication with the students. The group consisted of five participants:
three instructors and two students as representatives of the class. Students were selected randomly from volunteers
at the beginning of the semester, and they were assigned to forward the messages of the instructors to the rest of the
class and of the students to the instructors. Apart from that, the students had another chatting group of their own. In
relation to that an unobtrusive approach is adopted to obtain relevant data through ethnographic content analysis
(Altheide, 1987) of text messages. In addition to that, private conversations with instructors were also taken as
secondary sources of data to develop the knowledge of the backstage.
Using three research methods, participant observation, conversation, and unobtrusive methods, simultaneously, a
triangulation of data is built and a more inclusive understanding of the design studio is provided. It also helped to
justify the data that was obtained from one method with the findings of others.

4 Findings: Performances
We relied on the diversity of the performances in order to comprehend the social structure in the studio. Accordingly,
based on the fieldwork, five particular performances are described: 1) the favourites; 2) the latecomers or the
careless; 3) the backside loners; 4) the extras; and 5) the mainstream. Having said that, there are no definite
boundaries between these performances. Rather, they are transitional descriptions in which performers can move
around.

4.1 The Favourites
The common performance of the favourites relies on a consistency of being at the studio on time; meeting the
expectations of the instructors by presenting well done assignments; sitting in the front row; paying good attention to
what is told by the instructors and responding cleverly. Needless to say, the quality of the work is the most significant
part of this performance, we observed that this alone is not sufficient to become a favourite in the studio. The
favourites are expected to display not only the actions but also some merits that are attributed to the role e.g. acting
independent, pioneering, showing courage, or being progressive. Furthermore, they need to have good social
interactions with the instructors and the rest of the class.
As in drama, there is a positive correlation between the persuasiveness of the performance and its impression of
being performed effortlessly. Meeting the expectations of instructors with his works, Osman became one of the
favourites starting from the beginning of the semester. This actor-role matchup became so strong in time that
instructors occasionally used the term “Osman’s table” in private conversations referring to the students, who were
also favourites, sitting –sometimes not even sitting– around the same table with Osman. Rendering his worth, Osman
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made the best of his part by taking initiatives in studio in general and specific to his role throughout the semester.
Although there were times when he could not meet the instructors’ –first order– expectations, we can say that those
performances contained the right kind of exchanges in securing his position in the role, for demonstrating some
virtues of the favourites such as being progressive. In connection with that, we treat him as a successful actor in terms
of the maintenance of expressive control.
Although Osman was a favourite from the start, Bahar showed that performing the favourite can be learned through
time, as she became one of the favourites later in the semester. Besides her developing course related works, her
qualified social interactions in the studio provided her a place within the favourites. Unlike most of the rest of the
favourites, Bahar spent more time with the actors of other roles. This both drew the attention for her being the single
actor who plays her role in that group and provided a balance in the studio in terms of social groups. However, it is
probably her involvement in other groups that may have caused the late attribution of the favourite role to her.

4.2 The Latecomers (or the Careless)
The latecomers or the careless are defined by their significant habit of being late to classes. Still, it is not the only
quality that brings these actors together. Latecomers usually do not have an involvement in the course higher than
mediocre; they prefer to ask about minimum necessities over qualitative questioning, and try to build warm
relationships with instructors through subjects that are unrelated with course curriculum. However, when it comes to
subjects related to course curriculum, latecomers’ dialogues with instructors are built on a basis of neither agreeing
nor going against the instructors. Their participation in class dialogues is limited to asking questions concerning
technical matters on a given assignment, such as what type of paper to use or how a digital submission should be
tagged.
The latecomers are also the best actors of playing the impression of carelessness, who, with reference to Goffman’s
approach, are less skilful than the others in maintaining the expressive control. For, at the moments of communication
malfunctions, a latecomer usually has difficulty in continuing the performance that he/she has been delivering until
then. The following new performance, then, causes inconsistency. We can observe this, in Aslıhan’s case, who
performs a typical latecomer: as an attempt to cope with a sudden communication glitch with the instructors, Aslıhan
borrowed and used a technical term irrelevantly, which was previously articulated by an instructor in another topic for
a particular purpose. Nevertheless, if we are to take the series of consecutive inconsistent performances as one big
performance, we can consider that a latecomer’s performance of carelessness is a tool to overcome the incompetency
of being consistent. Still, the performance-ness of their effort is so apparent that it poses a challenge to their
persuasion.

4.3 The Backside Loners
The actors who play this role display an extremely disinterested impression bereft of visible social activity at the back
row (we can also describe it as a location that is far from the main stage of any moment) of the studio. Like Kaan, a
remarkable backside loner, they seldom have lines and when they have, it is usually trivial and weakly spoken. Not
displaying any hint of interest unless otherwise is asked personally and giving a very still impression, Kaan had a
distinctive character quality. However, we are not speaking of passive or invisible actors who do not have any impact
on the studio. On the contrary, their effort of not being involved in whatever happening in the studio is so apparent
and strong that one cannot ignore them.
According to Goffman’s approach, they should be credited as significantly successful actors in dramatic realization. In
an incident it was noteworthy that, whether to catch minor signs to demystify his character or to see how well he will
do academically, almost every actor in the room was paying their utmost attention when Kaan was presenting in front
of the jury as an outstanding backside loner.
The backside loners deliberately do not pay attention to the class; therefore, their attitude is quite different when
compared to the careless. Accordingly, we think that the traces of their motivation on sustaining such a performance
for a long time can be discovered in this rather intriguing apparentness of their absence. After all, although this
performance looks like it is not a well-received one by the instructors, it is also not taken as a criterion of evaluation
for academic success. At multiple times, the first author of this paper has witnessed instructors’ dialogues in which
they discussed that a particular backside loner is lazy and uninterested, yet he is actually smart and full of potential.
Furthermore, their distantness to the studio content sometimes caused uncomfortable moments of awkward silences.
In rare occasions when Kaan was the main act of the studio, such as a presenter before the jury, he asked questions or
made comments which needed responses that were too obvious for the rest of the actors. Responses that are
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discussed and agreed on through long sessions in the studio. Perhaps at those times Kaan was providing a setting for
which none of the performers were ready.

4.4 The Extras
The actors of this role are relatively less visible in the studio. There are various reasons to think that their lack of
apparent existence derives not from a planned impression as in the backside loners but from inadequacy of their
dramatic performances. They usually do not take any noticeable initiative on social context. Moreover, they do not
demonstrate an active participation in any act that directs or changes the trajectory of the studio (flow of the drama).
Again, throughout the study there were numerous occasions in which their absence was not noticed in the studio or
instructors could not recall their names, even though more than half of the semester was passed. In conclusion, we
can say that the extras are the ones who have problems of recognition for all of the reasons above.

4.5 The Mainstream
The mainstream play the dominant role in terms of quantity, although it may seem like this group does not have an
impact on the studio at first sight. It would not be wrong to say that the entitlement of this role can be associated with
both dramaturgic and academic performance of its actors. As we acknowledge these students as effective actors on
the stage, it should also be said that they demonstrate a quality to strengthen the dramaturgical setting for its active
operation. In this respect, unlike the extras, we can think of them as the main feeder of the action. They are in fact the
reference point for this study to analyse all the other actors and their performances. Damla, with the help of her
individual performances became a representative of the mainstream. Her existence was always perceptible as a
reference point. She performed effective and ineffective, successful and unsuccessful attempts many times to
contribute to the studio almost as a reflection of the studio average. In relation with that, her moral demand upon the
other actors (Goffman, 1959) with which she defines the quality of value and treatment she expects, was modest and
away from margins. Damla was also one of the two student representatives in the social media group that instructors
put together to preserve communication with the students outside the studio hours. On one occasion, about the
materials to be purchased that week, in a text message which she accidently sent to this social media group, she
wrote: “Do they [stationery] give brushes along with the paints? Dude, we are screwed”. She was sharing an opinion
which is personal yet also reflects the studio’s common view. In Goffman’s terms, at that moment, official projection
of her-self and the reality differentiated embarrassingly. However, these dramaturgical failures help us to count actors
like her in the category of the mainstream.

5 Conclusion
Aiming to understand the everyday life in the design studio, this paper tried to provide a thick description (Geertz,
1973) of activities in the setting. Erving Goffman’s metaphor of drama (1959) has been the key theoretical background
for making sense of what has been observed in the field. Based on his framework and terminology some roles,
performances, relationships and interactions were tried to be described. In order to get a deeper understanding of the
social exchanges and activities in the studio environment, this study distinguished two different focuses: an ordinary
class and a jury setting. Both settings were attempted to be analysed and interpreted with the help of anecdotes and
students’ statements from the arranged meeting.
Adopting an ethnographic approach on the research method, the effort was to explore the working dynamics of social
interactions in the design studio. Participant observation (Boellstorff et al., 2012) and taking field notes (Emerson et
al., 1995) constituted the first pillar of the methods for the fieldwork. Additionally, a casual meeting with the students
was arranged and an unobtrusive approach was adopted through ethnographic content analysis (Altheide, 1987)
simultaneously to gain deeper insights. As a result, five particular performances were described.
In terms of self-criticism, even though it has afforded meaningful input for an on-going study, five weeks was not a
long enough period of participant observation to obtain a saturated data. Additionally, this study was limited with the
chosen design studio and particular participants. In further studies, long-term fieldworks would be carried out, in
order to provide more extensive observations to work on. Additionally, similar studies on second and later classes
would be worthwhile to understand the design studio of subsequent years in design education.
Studio materials were not under primary consideration in this study. Again, this paper did not aim to reserve a certain
standpoint for the methodology of the education. Rather it is an attempt to understand the design studio as a social
setting, for it is taken as part of the daily lives of students and instructors. However, findings can be utilized for
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developments in design education, in terms of building models and methods based on social differentiations in,
instructors’ social perceptions of, or students’ altering social impacts on the design studio.
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